Sentinel node biopsy: an in depth appraisal.
Sentinel node biopsy (SNB) in primary breast cancer has been taken-up widely to avoid the morbidity attributable to axillary node clearance (ANC). Currently many issues surrounding SNB are undecided. This review summarises why some form of axillary surgery is required and presents data on all aspects of SNB including methodology, clinical results and problems that may delay the introduction of SNB as best practice for all patients with primary breast cancer. There is no long or medium term data relating to the consequences of replacing ANC with SNB, but the mechanisms and probable magnitude of both beneficial and detrimental effects are estimated. A low level of false negative results are inherent to the technique but it is demonstrated that SNB is likely to have an only marginal (0.6%) effect on survival that would be undetectable by clinical trials. Patient sub-groups particularly likely to benefit from SNB are identified.